Discussions surrounding the Caine Prize for African Writing and the Nobel committee's apparent neglect of Africa both defend and challenge the role of prizes in a global literary marketplace. 1 While encouraging new writing in the continent and among its diaspora, the steep growth in literary prizes in the latter half of the twentieth century is bound up with the increased commercialisation and mediatisation of art. 2 Prize culture can reinforce normative ideas of literary value, innovation and creative expression in response to pressure from politics and commerce. This chapter will consider the colonial heritage of the main literary prize specific to African writing in French: the Grand prix littéraire de l'Afrique noire, awarded by the Association des écrivains de langue française (ADELF). The history of this association, active from 1924 to the present day under several different names, is that of contact and exchange between writers who might be assumed to occupy very different areas of colonial and postcolonial literary space. As we will argue, in the French-language context, the longer-term history of prize culture for African literature illustrates significant structures of recognition and reception in the literary field. 3 These structures reveal the ambivalent role of this prize -and of metropolitan literary judgement more broadlyin the construction of France's postcolonial cultural narratives. 4 Using new archival material, our aim is to show how ADELF gradually adapted to the changing political and cultural context of decolonisation, acting as a prism for colonial and anti-colonial discourses on the symbolic value of the French language, and as a conduit for colonial nostalgia. 5 At times referred to as the 'Goncourt africain' or 'Goncourt noir', 6 the association's Grand prix littéraire de l'Afrique noire retains considerable prestige. Books that have won the prize invariably mention the fact on their covers in subsequent editions in French and in English as this prestige accumulates, due to the renown of previous recipients and to the prize's longevity. Yet despite this sense of continuity -of building a literary heritage through the list of laureates -the prize's longer-term history also reveals tensions in the operations of its 'economy of prestige', notably surrounding the lack of reflection on its colonial past in the postcolonial present. 7 Prize cultures build up a nation's cultural capital in material and symbolic terms, while also generating more localised forms of recognition for individual writers. By defining competitive criteria for literary judgement, literary prizes can either encourage new work or seek to preserve an existing literary order. The latter was particularly true in post-war France, where the juries for the Prix Goncourt and prizes of the Académie française tended to remain in situ for many years. 8 The rhetoric surrounding the Grand prix littéraire de l'Afrique noire also seems to belong to the latter camp: it represents a continuous appeal to universal values that reinforces the nature of those values' symbolic bind to the French language. The instability of 'universal' values revealed in relation to the judgement of African art and literature has been the subject of extended debate, especially in the Anglophone context. 9 French monolingualism was central to institutionalised political notions of francophonie as they developed in the post-independence era. Indeed, on the current website of the Organisation internationale de la francophonie, ADELF is cited as a formative stage in the beginnings of 'francophonie'. 10 The association is now less powerful, both politically and symbolically, than in the decades following the independences. This reflects a wider decline in the state support of cultural prizes and the symbolic challenges made to 'francophonie' separatism in the French publishing field in the past two decades.
As will be shown below, prizes for Francophone African literature were administered from Paris in the post-war period. More recent specialist awards such as the Prix Noma (active from 1979 to 2009 in Oxford, funded by a Japanese publisher), the Prix Tropiques (created in 1991 by the Agence française de développement), the Prix RFO du livre (created in 1995 by RFO, Réseau France outre-mer), the Prix des cinq continents de la francophonie (created in 2001 by the Agence intergouvernementale de la francophonie) or the Prix Ouest-France étonnants voyageurs (founded in 2005 by the hugely successful Étonnants voyageurs literary festival, based in Saint-Malo, with branches in Bamako, Port-au-Prince and Brazzaville) suggest an opening out of prize culture beyond the Parisian centre. In the light of a wider understanding of institutional networks of the French publishing field, we will here examine ways in which
